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The villain finally comes out of the shadows and reveals himself.  Will Angela believe false accusations?  And...are they false?  Who is the innocent and who is the villain?  And...who do you believe?  
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CHAPTER  1
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On Domain planet Minda, Governor Petra’s guestroom door silently opened.  Nya stepped in, put her tray on a table, and moved to the glass wall.  She opened heavy drapes and afternoon sun flooded the room.  Nya glanced at the bed.  Its occupant slept soundly.  Lying on his stomach, face turned toward her, the lean muscled body appeared powerful, even in sleep.  Sunlight danced off a mane of glittering black waves resting on his back and arm.

Nya, admiring the masculine landscape, stumbled into a chair.  She froze.  He stirred, slightly, but his breathing stayed deep.  Nya, cursing her clumsiness, returned to the table and began setting it.

The figure on the bed moaned and moved.  She looked in his direction, bumping the cup she was filling.  As Nya dabbed at the spill with a napkin, she decided he was dreaming.  The servant found him arousing and distracting while he lay still and the thrashing of his lithe body made her envy Petra.  She watched his tossing and turning increase.  Afraid he would wake and find her there, she left fantasizing about sharing bodies with Navarch T’hur Ineetu K’sada.

T’hur’s nightmare played the same as always.  He was suddenly awake, sweating and trembling.  He pushed up onto his forearms.  Where am I?

He sat up, stared out the sunlit window, then ran his hand over the satiny pink sheet, struggling to push down panic the dream always caused.  Trying to forget the nightmare, he stroked the bedding with one hand and thought, you’re safe.  This is Minda.  Petra’s guestroom.  Rethink that.  You’re sort of safe.  This is the bed with the dangerous coverings.  I really hate these damn slippery bed things.

He fought to alleviate the mental anguish of the past few minutes with a memory.  Petra insisted on using pink satin sheets, even after he pleaded with her to, at least, have pity and use something different when she knew he was coming.  T’hur thought, Petra just enjoys tormenting me.

Ever since the time he slid off the bed and crashed to the floor at a most inopportune moment, T’hur found he couldn’t enjoy Petra whenever he got near the edge of the bed.

Every time he serviced her, the Navarch complained, “I lose traction and slide backward!”  

Petra laughed, gleefully, explaining to a whining Navarch that disruptions kept him inventive and she loved his cute face when he pouted.  The sheets stayed.  T’hur thought, disgustedly, these slippery things are, also, a stupid color.

Brooding, he stood, stretched, and sauntered to the window.  He stared out the window to the flower-lined pool and thought, morosely, I am devastated by what Seti and Lura told me when I visited Lucret last week.  They suspect Shantar is denned up beneath the Des Moines Embassy.  That thought makes my stomach want to do heave-hos.  It means he’s been watching every move I’ve made.  That slug is still always one step ahead of me.

My Embassy apartment is electronically swept for monitoring devices every few hours so I know he hasn’t listened in to anything I’ve done there.  My computers are all protected.  Even Shantar and his vile rebel hackers couldn’t access them.  Of that, I’m absolutely sure.  The same thing applies to my bedroom in the house.  But damn it!  The rest of the house could be bugged!  I’ll have to find a way to check it.  If I find it’s been bugged, I’ll create some kind of natural static to render them useless.  I don’t want Shantar to know we’re on to him.

Blast!  I want that man out of my life, forever.  As much as I want to believe he’s dead, it only makes sense that he still lives.  The house burglaries, the car trying to run me down, the attack in the home, all of that has his smell all over it.  I’ll bet he was laughing at me the entire time.

He is so very dangerous.  How am I ever going to convince Father that Shantar’s evil?  The Ambassador must be planning to come back to life and tell Father that he was hiding to save himself from me.  The trouble is...Father will believe him.

And I have this horrible fear that Angela and the family know he’s alive and are working with him.  Telling him what I’m doing.  I know they all loved him and probably believe anything he’s told them.  They could all be his allies.  In this moment, my heart is so sad, it’s aching.  Have I been betrayed by a woman I love, again?  Has Shantar worked the same ploy on me twice?  

The plan Lura, Seti, and I came up with is risky, but I have to put it in motion.  When I get back to Earth, I’ll announce to the Embassy staffers that negotiations are complete.  That I’m taking my family and leaving for N’dar within two weeks of the time I arrive back on Earth.  If Shantar’s lurking anywhere, he’s going to have to act.  And act means...come after me.  That could be very, very nasty for me.

The next few months will be filled with risks and danger.  The first risk, I take today.  I have to set things in motion, now.  I need your help, Entity.  Please don’t turn your back on me.  There are many lives at stake, including Tava’s and mine.

I’ll have to finish the treaties before I get back to Earth.  That means hours of extra work, but I can do it.  The treaties must be ready to turn over to the Terrans for final approval by the time I go back to Des Moines.  After that’s done, diplomats always take over.  That’s normal operating procedure.

The documents must be ready for signature because if Shantar has a way to read them, he’d know if I was trying to trick him.  I won’t get much sleep in the next few weeks.  I’m exhausted already.  How much longer can I keep operating at this pace?

The aroma of warm food caught his attention.  Seeing the set table, T’hur knew Petra would be coming shortly.  He grabbed his shorts from a chair and headed to the bathroom. 

Several minutes later, T’hur reentered the bedroom.  Petra sat at the table, sipping a beverage, food on a plate in front of her.  She openly admired him as he sauntered toward her.  He sat down and filled his plate with fruit and pastries.

Petra stood almost 6’ tall.  She had sparkling black eyes, short curly black hair and was typically N’daran in appearance.  Her smile was incredibly warm. She teased, “I see the tablecloth has a stain.  One of my servants must have been enjoying the scenery.  That always seems to happen when you’re around.  You staying with me is one of their ‘perks.’” 

She blatantly examined his bare upper body and smiled approval. T’hur threw her a disgusted look and poured himself a drink of steaming liquid.  Petra said, “As much as I hate to bring this up, you do realize you’re no longer legally bound to service me now that you have a mate, do you not?  Tava’s official order does not stand in the face of a mating.”

“Are you saying you no longer wish to have me share your body?” he grinned.

“Don’t be stupid, Navarch!  You know that’s not what I meant.  As long as you’re willing to be with me, that’s just fine.  But I want you to understand, your legal obligation to me no longer exists.  You’re free to do as you wish.”  She thought, I really hope he decides to service me when he’s on Minda..

“Can we negotiate the slippery bedding?” T’hur teased.

Petra laughed as he impishly grinned.  She noticed he didn’t say he would return to her.  Petra decided to let it drop.  She had noticed a change in T’hur.  There was something different about him.  Petra felt, a little sadly, his new mate had caused it.  In her heart, Petra was convinced T’hur would never be her sexual companion again.

Her Excellency nibbled a pastry, then said, “I’ve been told by many highly placed individuals that your Temple performances were the best ever.  You are an incredible dancer, T’hur.”

“I have a hunch Daka and his herd of sadistic coaches were not among those complimenting.”  He scowled.  “Their derogative critiques are still ringing in my ears.”

“I cannot imagine how they found fault.”

T’hur shrugged.  “They found fault.  Lots of faults.”

He finished eating, reached around his neck, and pulled the mass of hair onto his chest.  Staring blankly ahead, he mechanically braided the long mane into a single plait, then impatiently threw the thick waist-length braid over his shoulder, picked up his cup and sipped liquid, still staring into nowhere.

“Where’s your mind, royal Warrior?” Petra asked, watching him intently.

T’hur jumped slightly as though awakened, smiled, leaned back, cup in hand and looked directly into Petra’s face. “Yesterday, I was using your computer network and came across the next-phase construction plans for expansion of the facilities here.”

“Came across?”  She raised a brow.  “I think not.  You’d have to request that information using my password which you don’t know.  Did you hack into my system, you brat?”

He ignored her remark. “The plans show a proposed spaceship port on the Plateau of Ramses above the city.  When is it due to be built?”

“You were going to tell me if you hacked into my system.”  Petra glared at him.

“I would never do such a thing, Petra.”  T’hur lied smiling seductively.  “I pressed a few keys and...there the information was.  I was interested, so I read it.  When’s the port due to be built?”

She wagged a finger at him. “It’ll be built as soon as the assigned engineering and construction people finish on Tyla.  They ran into unexpected problems and are behind schedule.  I hoped our new port would be in use by now.  We have too much spaceship traffic coming into our main facility and that causes delays.  But I have a hunch, you know all that, don’t you?”

He ignored the question.  “So, it would be of benefit to you if the port on Ramses could be built, say...in the next few months?”  He sipped, never taking his eyes off Petra’s face.

“Next few months?  Of course.  That would alleviate my traffic controllers’ headaches and, therefore, mine.  But that, my dear Navarch, is a dream.”  She reached across and refilled his cup.

“Maybe, not a dream, after all.  I have a group of Warrior engineers and constructors without a project.  They could use experience building a basic docking structure.  Then when your group finishes on Tyla, all they’d have to do is put finishing touches on the building and complete landscaping.”

“Are you serious?”  Petra looked skeptical.  “Having Warriors build something as simple as a docking facility would be like...like having them build a child’s playhouse.”

“Playhouses aren’t as simple as you think,” he answered, thoughtfully.  “The instructions can be hard to read and interpret.”

“What are you talking about?  When did you ever build anything?”

He smiled.  “I have skills you can’t even envision.  I helped Victor and Edward build Shylar’s new playhouse, then Angela tried to burn down the kitchen, the smoke alarm thing went off, and I got bashed in the head.  It healed fairly quickly.”  He scowled.  “You look confused.”

“I will never get used to the way you ramble and mix a zillion thoughts together.”

“We geniuses are never easy to understand.”  He smiled and teased, “We have difficulty adjusting our complicated brain waves to communicate with the masses’ inferior thought patterns.”

“Have I just been insulted?”

He grinned.  “No.”  The Navarch sobered.  “My Warriors can build your facility, Petra.  They know how to lower their complicated thought waves and superior physical skills to the playhouse level.”

“I get the feeling you’re serious about this.”

“I am.”

She studied him a moment. “Let me make sure I understand this.  You’re going to assign a group of highly trained Warrior engineers and constructors to build a docking facility to help me move people more effectively.  

“Nothing in this life is free.  Exactly, what do you want in exchange for this generous offer?” she asked, skeptically.

He feigned a shocked expression and exclaimed, “Why, Petra!  You suspect I have an ulterior motive?  I’m highly offended.”

“What do you want from me, T’hur?  What?”

T’hur looked past her and out the window.  Clouds, drifting lazily over the city, cast shadows on the huge swimming pool’s rippling water.  He watched a dark silhouette move across the park-like setting, then turned his attention back to Petra.

Brows knit, he looked into her black eyes and said, matter of factly, “I fear for the lives of my tiny triplets.  If something happens to me, I worry about what will become of them.”

His statement caught Petra completely off guard.  It definitely wasn’t what she had expected to hear.

“T’hur!” she blurted.  “Nothing’s going to happen to you.  Besides, if something unforeseen took your life, Tava would protect and raise the small ones.  They’re his grandchildren and future rulers of N’dar.  Tava isn’t going to let harm befall them.  What is this all about?”

“Suppose, just suppose, that Tava and I were destroyed in the same moment.  What then?”  His eyes were filled with genuine concern.

“Rega would take them.  Surely, you trust him.”

“Of course, I trust Rega.  But I do not want him to raise my children.  I want Lura to take them.  I’ve spoken to her.  She agrees they would be best off with her."

“But T’hur.  They’re in line to rule N’dar.  They belong on N’dar.  They need to learn our ways.”

“They’re also in line to rule Lucret and her system.  I want them there.” T’hur said, adamantly.  “On Lucret, their pointed ears and green eyes will be accepted.  They won’t be considered freaks like I am on N’dar.  The Lucretian solar system is prosperous.  Her people are highly intelligent and respected throughout the universe.

“Lucretians never judge others by their appearance.  Grandmother would do an excellent job educating and protecting them.  They need a loving female in their lives.”

“What about their mother?  You’re talking like she’s out of the picture.  Surely, you don’t expect her to just give them up.”

His eyes hardened.  “I’ve provided extremely well for their mother.  However, if she wishes to accompany them, she may.  Otherwise, she can stay on Earth with her family.  I don’t care what she decides to do.  My concern is for my children’s future.”

Petra decided arguing with him was futile.  She watched him carefully.  “What, then, Navarch, do you wish of me?”

“If a situation arises where I feel my life and Tava’s are in danger, I want to be able to bring the children to you or have them brought to you by Warriors.  Shylar may be included, depending on the circumstances.  Lura will send a vessel to get them.

“I took one of our most sophisticated Warrior shuttles to Lucret and trained three of Lura’s best pilots to fly her.  The ship will take only one day to arrive here.  I want you to provide a place for the children to wait, with Warrior protection, until the Lucretians come for them.”

“You’ve what!  T’hur, you delivered a N’daran Space Fleet vessel to the Lucretians?  Did you have Tava’s permission?”

His mouth tightened.  “I don’t need permission for everything I do.”  

He was lying.  They both knew it.  Green eyes glared into black.

Petra had an uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach.  She frowned.  “Why am I getting this nasty feeling there’s more you want?”

He cocked his head and teased, “Perhaps, I’ve spent too much time in your bed and you know me better than anyone else.”

“I know your body better than anyone else.  As for your mind?  I doubt anyone truly knows the way it works or what goes on in it,” she replied, stonily.  “What else do you want?”

His entire demeanor changed.  Petra was suddenly facing the brutal Warrior Navarch.  Emerald ice stared into her face.  His tone was cold and hard.  “This is what I want.  And what I expect you to provide.  If it becomes necessary, I want permission to base one-hundred interceptors at the port after I build it.

“We’re only one hour from N’dar using interceptor speed.  I may need to get a squad there quickly.  This is the best place for them to be waiting.”

Petra’s black eyes were cold and every bit as hard as the Navarch’s.  “This isn’t a military facility.  You know I have to answer to Tava and the Council if I allow military vessels here for anything other than pleasure leave.  How could you even suggest such a thing?  You’re asking me to commit treason.”

“I would never ask you to commit treason.  This is not treason.  This is...just in case.  Besides, no one will know they’re not here for pleasure leave.”

“Oh, come on, Navarch!” she scoffed.  “One-hundred vessels docked together?  Not here for anything other than leave?  One hundred at one time?  What kind of fools do you think you’re dealing with?”

“If I have need to use interceptors, we’ll be dealing with traitors.  What they think will be unimportant.  I fear there’s a plot against Father and the Council.  I need to be able to get to him, quickly.”

“A plot?”  Petra scowled.  “T’hur, don’t be ridiculous!  You’re not making sense.  A plot by whom?  We have no enemies trying to attack N’dar.”

“Not foreign enemies, Petra.  Enemies within our society.”  He shrugged.  “I want to be prepared for a ‘just in case,’ that’s all.”

“T’hur, what good would one-hundred interceptors be?”  Petra looked confused.  “You can’t break through N’dar’s defense shield with such a small force.  If a rebellion took place, you wouldn’t be able to reach Tava.  So, what purpose would a small fleet of interceptors serve?”

“I only need one-hundred interceptors to do what may need doing,” T’hur informed, tersely.  “Surely, there can be no harm in merely being prepared.  I would think you could see I only have Tava’s welfare uppermost in my mind.”  The Navarch couldn’t hide the flash of emotion in his eyes when he mentioned his father’s name.

She asked, sternly, “Why not go to Tava if you have fears?”

“Tava wouldn’t believe anything I have to say about plots and overthrow attempts.  I only have suspicions.  Nothing I can prove.  I want to be on the safe side, that’s all.”

“But, T’hur, the interceptors won’t help,” Petra argued.  “If rebels took over, they’d control the defense shield.  You couldn’t get through it.  If Tava was in danger, how could you help him?” 

She studied the Navarch, then said, slowly, “You can’t get through the defense shield without planet authorization...can you?”  Petra thought, if he can get onto N’dar without authorization, he can break through Minda’s defense shield too.  That is a terrifying thought.

T’hur smiled, coldly, eyes expressionless.  “Why, Petra, if I could accomplish that maneuver, I wouldn’t have to ask your permission to base my people here...would I?” 

Ice green emerald eyes clearly informed Minda’s governor that Navarch K’sada was not asking permission.

His hard eyes and now-sneering mouth sent a chill up Petra’s spine.  She suppressed a shudder and frowned thoughtfully.  “May I think it over?  I need to carefully consider the ramifications of such an act.”

“Certainly.  You think it over.  But please hurry.  I need an answer very quickly.  I’ll have my people here, working, four hours after you give permission.  Events indicate such action is a necessary precaution.  I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t think Tava was in danger.  Please consider the consequences of refusing...most carefully.”  

Petra studied T’hur and suddenly felt threatened.

He glanced at his watch and said, unconcerned, “M’raudr leaves Minda in two hours.  That leaves time for a swim.” He smiled at Petra, pushed back from the table, and sauntered to the glass door leading to the outdoor pool.

Petra sat back, chewing her cheek, thoughtfully.  She watched the Navarch dive expertly from the side of the pool into sparkling water, surface, and easily knife through blue liquid, long braid floating behind him.  As T’hur’s powerful strokes moved him down the length of the long pool, Petra thought, damn!  The man just told me what he’s going to do.  He was informing, not asking.  This is why he joined me.  To order Minda’s future.  It wasn’t about sharing bodies.  That was just a diversion to set me up.  

You are cold, hard, arrogant, scheming, and devious, pretty Navarch.  I have no problem with your request to help the young ones.  The other, however...that’s quite a different matter.
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Thirty minutes later, Petra sat in front of a communication screen.  She had spent the past minutes explaining T’hur’s requests.  Tava frowned deeply as she finished.

“I’m not sure what to do,” Petra sighed.  “How do you wish me to proceed?”

“Why doesn’t he come to me if he has fears?  It doesn’t matter whether he’s my son or not,” Tava snarled.  “The proper procedure is for a Navarch to come to me.  Even N’dla did that, in spite of his fears I wouldn’t be happy with his report.  What is T’hur up to?

“Sending a Warrior ship to Lucret without notifying me is inexcusable.  And if he has a way through our defense shields, I need to know!  And basing Interceptors on Minda is treasonous without my knowledge and permission.

“He fears from within?  Rubbish!  Who from within?  My people are loyal.  Our system is stable, there’s no war, we have control of our colonies, we have extremely profitable trade agreements with several solar systems, and we’re on the verge of a lucrative treaty with the Terrans.  One which he authored.  Never in our history have we been as secure.

“And T’hur is responsible for most of that security.  He’s the diplomat who outsmarted every one of our foes and convinced them to sign agreements favoring N’dar.  And...he’s the Navarch who got control of the colonies.”

Petra nodded.  “I know that, Tava.  But, what about the explosion in the Palace?  And that incident with Beden?”

Tava thought a moment.  “Raven was targeted, not me.  But that doesn’t make any sense.  I suppose targeting Raven would be a way of finding out how vulnerable I am.  Who would want me out of the way?  Certainly, not Rega.  He cares less about ruling than Shantar did.  And he doesn’t have the brains to mount a rebellion.

“The Council’s been with me for decades.  Navarch Raven has proven his loyalty many times over.  Even N’dla, who disagrees with me on some issues, has never shown signs of disloyalty.  The K’sada clans wouldn’t benefit if I were assassinated because of the Canara Clause.  Damn it!”

Regent K’sada looked, sadly, into Petra’s face.  “I fear there’s only one who would benefit if I were removed.  We both know who that is...don’t we?  And he’d have to do it in such a way that it looked like a natural death.  I think my heart might be breaking in this moment.”

She looked down to avoid his sad eyes, had a thought and looked back into Tava’s face. “Tava, what about his fears for the small ones?  He sent the ship to Lucret.  Those fears must be real to him.  Why would T’hur do that if he were planning to remove you and simply take over?”

“Who knows!  I’m sick to death of T’hur and his accusations.  First, against Shantar.  Then, Lenore.  Now this.  Damn it!  He used to be reliable and levelheaded.  Now, he sees specters everywhere.  Blast!  Ever since the torturers got a hold of him, he sees enemies lurking behind every face.  I never know what to expect out of his mouth.  He’s reliable in the field, but when it comes to personal matters, he’s way out there!

“Should I remove him from his command?  Should I try him for treason?  Should I hospitalize him again?  Is he unstable and a danger?  Is he having some kind of mental breakdown again?  That boy is going to drive me to an early death.  He’s not going to have to assassinate me.”

Tava thought for a moment. “How does the brat seem to you?”

“Different somehow.  I can’t tell you how.  Just different.  I thought it was Angela and the small ones at first.  Now?  I’m not sure.”  

As Petra studied his face, she could tell he had made a decision.  “Give him permission to construct the base.”

“Are you sure, Tava?”

“Yes.  I’m sure.  If he builds it on Minda, we can watch him.  I fear if you refuse, he’ll do one of two things.  Either attack and forcibly try to take control, leading to unnecessary loss of lives, or simply find another place.  If he opts for another location, we won’t be able to keep an eye on him.

“Give T’hur his permission.  Keep track of his activities as best you can until I can get a few Chinta operatives there to help you.  If he’s correct and there is some kind of danger to the small ones, see to their safety.  T’hur is right about Lura taking good care of them.  At least, we agree on that.”

He sat thoughtfully for a moment.  “There is one other possibility here.  T’hur knows you and I care deeply for each other and that you’re loyal to me.  I find it hard to believe he wouldn’t consider the possibility that you would come to me with this information.  In fact...I would almost think T’hur would assume that.”

“Why would he want me to do that with this information?”  Petra frowned.  “Why wouldn’t he just tell you himself?”

“Damn!  I don’t know why.  Maybe, he’s afraid I won’t listen to him.  This way, he’s not asking anything.  He’s created a situation where you must inform me he has suspicions and fears, that there will be Warrior interceptors based close in case of need, and telling me flat out he has a way through the defense shield in case someone else gains control.  Of course, he hasn’t admitted he has a way through the shields.  So, if I accuse him, he’ll just deny it.”

“But wouldn’t that be very risky for T’hur?” Petra said, slowly.  “I mean, you could have him arrested or worse.”

Tava’s brow knit in a black scowl.  “I have a hunch he’s anticipated that possibility and surrounded himself with protection.  Blast!  Why did Entity give me a son who finds pleasure in outwitting me?  Just once, I’d like to be ahead of the brat!  Or, at least, be able to see the direction he’s leading me in.

“And don’t ever fool yourself, my lovely Petra, green eyes is more than capable of leading us all.  Shantar always knew what the Navarch was up to.  I wish Shantar were here explaining his devious brother’s actions.”

“Tava, I fear for your safety.  If T’hur’s right, you’re in danger.  If he’s disloyal, you’re still in danger.  Either way, I worry.”

“Don’t worry, Petra.  I’ve already increased security around me and I’ll take further precautions.  From this moment on, I’ll look at all matters with a cautious eye.  I want to think he’s sending a warning to me through you.  

“But several sources indicate T’hur is acting in an odd manner.  Your report only adds to a growing list.  We’ll sit back and watch his every move.  If I feel I have enough to indict him, that’s exactly what I’ll do.  T’hur may be devious, but he’s not smart enough to take N’dar from me.

“Perhaps, he’s unbalanced and sees enemies where they don’t exist.  Ever since the torture time, he trusts no one.  I know he continually looks for assailants in all of us...even Rega and before his death, Shantar.  T’hur actually expected me to believe all that nonsense about Shantar attacking him.

“What frightens me most is, the psychologists all agreed, he wasn’t simply accusing but really believed his ridiculous accusations.  I worry that he suffers from delusions and fear for his sanity.  I thought we were past all that, but I may have been wrong.  I won’t entrust the Domain to a man with delusions.

“If he suffers paranoia, with his powers, he’s extremely dangerous and must be removed from his command and hospitalized again.  Only time will tell.  We must be patient and careful.”

Tava smiled at Petra.  “Don’t look so concerned.  I’ve lived long and stayed in power because I’m just as devious as T’hur, more experienced, and, definitely, not mentally unstable.  Now, stop worrying.  Go back to your duties.  Call the Navarch.  Give him permission to build the spaceship port.  Agree to help the children if it becomes necessary.  Give him a bit of a hard time, so he doesn’t realize you’ve come to me.

“Thank you for your love and loyalty.  I treasure both.  Are you still planning on coming to N’dar next week and spending time with me?”

Petra respectfully lowered her eyes.  “Of course, Regent Tava.  I always do as ordered.”  She looked up and they laughed together, sharing a momentary joke.

Both knew Regent Tava K’sada never had to order Petra to share his time, bed or body.  She was more than willing.  As much as Petra enjoyed the expertise of the son, she enjoyed the experience of the father even more.  They had been lovers for years.

Petra switched off the communication screen, hoping this nightmare of events would not lead where she feared.

Two hours later, Navarch K’sada had his permission and Warrior engineers were on their way to Minda.
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Weeks passed.  In Iowa, spring buds appeared, then summer blossomed.

“Ch’ku K’sada!  Get down this minute!  Right now, young man!”  

Lucille, lifting Ari off a perch high atop the back of a living room chair, saw Ch’ku teetering precariously on the coffee table he was walking across.  She ground out under her breath, “Damn!” 

Lucille plopped Ari onto the floor, ran across the room, and caught the green-eyed imp just before he hit the floor. 

I cannot believe these terrors are walking already.  I prayed they’d be slow to get their wheels.  God, why weren’t you listening!  What did I ever do to you?

Ch’ku made eye contact with her.  One lonely tear trickled down his face.  He whimpered, “Cille?  Oww.  Me gots boo-boo.”

“There’s no boo-boo,” Lucille sighed.  “You’re all right, Ch’ku.  You didn’t fall.  You just...ahhh!  NO!  Z’tah!  NO!”

Lucille left her sniffling Warrior and charged across the room.  Z’tah carefully washed the courtyard window with his chocolate cookie.

Whatever possessed me to give him a chocolate cookie?  These triple terrors have caused me to lose my mind!  

“No, Z’tah.  No, no,” she ground out.  “We eat the cookie.  We don’t use it for a rag.”  She pried mushy chocolate crumbs from his hand.

Lucille blew a strand of fallen hair off her forehead.  Irma!  How could you be sick today?  I thought we were friends.  How could you leave me alone with these hellions?  I’m getting too old for this.  They’re in to everything.

“NO!  Ch’ku!” She winced and yelled, “NO!  NOOO!!  How can you climb so fast?”

Ch’ku stood, green eyes sparkling, on the sofa’s back.  Lucille grabbed him and lectured, “Ch’ku K’sada!  We are not to climb that high!  Never!  Now, young man...NO!  Ari!”

She plopped a grinning Ch’ku on the floor and ran to the grandfather clock.  Ari diligently practiced her technician skills, trying to pull the clock over to see what made it tick.

“Need help?”

Lucille turned toward the voice.  Standing behind her was T’hur, smirking.  She blurted, gratefully, “T’hur!  You’re back!  Just in the nick of time!  Oh, no!  Get them!  Quick!”  

Z’tah and Ch’ku, both on a chair after pulling themselves up, were peeking over the back.  T’hur smiled broadly and scooped both Warriors into his arms.

As he whirled them both around the room, they squealed, “Kadaa!  Kadaa!”  He dropped onto the floor.  The Navarch found himself on the receiving end of enthusiastic hugs and wet kisses.

Ari toddled over.  She put a small hand on his shoulder.  “Hi, Kadaa.”  She batted green eyes at him, smiled, flashed deep dimples, and flirted.

“Hi, to you.”  T’hur kissed her forehead and looked over at Lucille, who had joined them on the floor.  “I’m going to have to watch Ari closely when she gets older.  What a smile.”

Ari rewarded him with another flirtatious grin.

“You look frazzled, Lucille,” T’hur drawled.  “Where’s the Irma person?”

“Sick.  At least, that was her excuse,” Lucille sighed.  “I think, it’s a desperate scheme to get away from these triple terrors of yours.  They never wear out, Navarch.  Never.”

T’hur chuckled.  “They take after their mother.”

“Nice try.  But I know they take after you.  Angela’s been worried about you.  You’re over two weeks late getting back.  What happened?”

He shrugged.  “Things came up.  We were unavoidably detained.”

Lucille, given a respite by the return of their father, leaned against a chair.  All three K’sadas vied for T’hur’s attention, handing him toys and happily babbling.  This is amazing.  I think they remember him.  They’re awfully young not to be a little suspicious of someone who has been gone almost two months.

She carefully studied T’hur, who was dividing his attention between all three.  “You look terrible.  Have you been sick?”  Her eyes examined a haggard, thin, exhausted-looking Navarch.  His color seemed odd.  Fatigue lines framed listless green eyes.

“No.  No sickness.  I just haven’t been getting much sleep.  There’s always so batu much to do.”  T’hur smiled at Z’tah, who handed him Ari’s rubber teddy.  Ari scowled dangerously, clenched her fists, and wound up.  T’hur caught her hand just before it connected with Z’tah’s face.

T’hur grinned.  “Uh-oh.  Looks like we’ve got a Warrior woman here.”

Ari smiled at her father’s compliment, then glared menacingly at Z’tah.  T’hur laughed once more.

The Navarch spent two hours with his children and Lucille.  Shylar came home from pre-school and was thrilled to see him.  She hugged and repeatedly kissed him, then talked excitedly about her new school.

At 4:00 T’hur stood and yawned. “I better call the Embassy and check on some things.  Sorry to leave you.  But, they seem to be quieting down.”

“Go ahead, honey.  I’ve got my second wind.  And, for your information, they never quiet down.  Only pretend to, so you let down your guard.”

T’hur heard her scolding as he picked up his briefcases and moved slowly down the hall, thinking, my head is pounding.  Got to get something in me fast.  Think I’ll use the medication in the syringe.  It works faster than pills.

The Navarch unpacked, then quickly injected himself in the thigh with headache medication.  Not once.  But twice.  He winced as the second dose jabbed through muscle.  I hate these shots.  It seems like all I do lately is inject headache medication.

He sighed, tiredly, then put the syringe in his briefcase.  I don’t want Angela to see this.  If she finds out I have to inject several times a day, she might wonder why.  I do not need or want any questions from her.  The headaches are only caused by stress and the strain of knowing what’s to come.

T’hur moved to the console of computers, plopped tiredly onto the chair and called the Embassy.  He spoke with Zenda and the Consul General, then tiredly switched off the machine.

Angela was standing behind him.  She slipped her arms around his neck, nuzzled his ear, and purred, “Greetings, Navarch.  I have a case of that beverage cooling.”  

T’hur turned, stood, and managed a tight smile.  “Greetings, Terran mate.”

She rushed into his arms and they kissed.  It was a long, drawn out, delicious tasting, hello.

The Navarch pulled slightly back and teased, “About that beverage.  Once was enough, wild one.  There are certain things even I cannot handle more than one time.”

Angela felt herself blush.  Darn.  I wish I could remember what I did.

T’hur saw the blush and smiled.  Angela helped him put his things away.  She brought him up to date on family anecdotes, told him, frankly, how much she missed him, and questioned why he was overdue.  Even the Embassy staff couldn’t tell her what was going on when she called to inquire.

T’hur was evasive.  The Navarch told her the same thing he had told Lucille.  Things came up.  They were unavoidably detained.  There were unforeseen complications.  Nothing to be concerned about.

They talked three hours, then joined the family for dinner.  Angela, too, noticed his exhausted look.  Besides that, he listened carefully, responded, but was oddly detached.

At the same time, he seemed to be studying each one of them carefully.  Angela put his cold behavior to fatigue and tried to ignore the feeling that he’d stepped behind his wall, once again.  She insisted they go to bed early.  The redhead, however, did have ulterior motives.

When they finished making love and his breathing was deep, Angela lay tightly against him, wide awake.  Do I love you for what and who you are or do I love the way you make me feel?  Alive and sexual.  Would I have chosen you, Navarch?

Angela decided, before drifting off to sleep, she really didn’t know the answer to those questions.
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The next day, T’hur called a meeting of all Embassy staff people and announced he had completed his phase of the negotiations, would turn everything over to subordinates during the next two weeks, and would be permanently leaving for Aral the first week in July.  He admonished them not to tell his family and if anyone did, they would be severely punished.

Two weeks later, Angela switched off her office computer, pulled her handbag from the desk drawer, scribbled a reminder note to herself, and looked up as her nurse Lila stepped into the office.

Lila said, “Angela, Dr. Michaels wants to see you before you leave.”

“I’m due home in a few minutes.”  Angela glanced at her watch and scowled.  “Can’t it wait?”

“Nope.  He said it’s important.”

“Okay.  I guess I can spare a few minutes.” Angela sighed.  “Tell him I’ll be right there.”  She stood, grabbed her purse, and hurried to Don’s office.  She knocked lightly on the open door.  “You wanted to see me?”

“Come on in and close the door.”

Angela frowned.  Don rarely closed his door.  She did as he said, then dropped onto a chair across from his desk.  “What’s up?”

“I’m not sure how to tell you this.”  He stared at her a moment.

Angela, remembering Shylar’s physical exam two weeks ago, blurted, “Nothing’s wrong with Shylar, is it?”

“No, no!  Shylar’s fine.  It’s about Shantar.”

“Shantar?”

Don leaned forward and folded his hands.  “I better start at the beginning.  The day the triplets were born, T’hur and I had a conversation.  Did he tell you about it?”

“He told me he asked you some questions about pregnancies.”

“That’s all he said?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, I see.” Don sighed.  “Okay.  Well, there was more to it than that.  But I can see why he didn’t say anything to you because he probably didn’t think it was important.  I told him I felt remiss because I hadn’t detected the fact that you were carrying multiples.  Our monitors never picked up more than one heartbeat.

“Now, that bothered me because even after Z’tah was born, there was no indication of other heartbeats.  So, the explanation was, all our fancy equipment could only detect the combined heartbeats and indicated there was only one baby.  With me so far?”

“Yes.  But what difference does it make now?”

Don sighed, unhappily, “Bear with me.  I wanted to know if I did something wrong and asked T’hur if he could check with N’daran doctors.  He said he was sure I didn’t do anything incorrectly, but because he didn’t know much about pregnancies either, he’d check with someone.

“A few days later I got a report from a Dr. Mai.  T’hur read the report and passed it on to me.  We both learned a great deal.  I’ll summarize the report and you can read it later if you want.”  He tapped an envelope with the N’daran seal emblazoned on it.

Don continued.  “It goes like this.  Her report said it’s not uncommon for monitors not to record the heartbeats of N’daran fetuses.  In fact, it’s unusual to pick them up at all.  The only reason we could monitor the triplets was because of the combined energy.  The hearts of N’daran fetuses use very little electrical energy and are rarely detected at all.  The reason has to do with the fact that the N’daran race was once vicious killers and barbaric hunters.

“Their hearing was well beyond the ranges we consider normal for Terrans or N’darans of the present.  The lack of heartbeat sound protected the unborn as they were a target for warring tribes.  The lack of sound meant a woman could be pregnant and stand in the presence of an enemy and they wouldn’t know she was carrying a child.  I find it hard to believe, but ancient N’darans could actually hear each other’s heartbeat.”

He studied Angela, then went on.  “Another thing is N’daran fetuses develop faster than ours and can survive outside the womb after the fourth month.  In ancient times, they were actually delivered at month five.  That’s because the women were also hunters.  One woman in the tribe took care of many children while the men and women hunted together.

“According to the report, you can’t even tell when a N’daran woman is pregnant by looking at her.  The fetuses develop further back in the abdomen.  Put that together with N’daran women being tall and tightly muscled and you can’t tell they’re carrying a child just by looking because they don’t gain hardly any discernible size.  

“Now, let’s put this together.  We couldn’t tell there were multiples because we were monitoring three heartbeats that, combined, showed as one.  If there had been a single child, we, obviously, wouldn’t have picked up the beat because after Z’tah was born, and...we didn’t.  You delivered a month early and the babies had no preemie conditions.  But, because your body is Terran in size, you did look pregnant.  That means your pregnancy was more N’daran than Terran.

“Dr. Mai’s opinion was, your triplets are more N’daran in their DNA than Terran and they’ll do tests to prove that when they get the chance.  The triplets sure look like T’hur, so all that makes sense.  Also, think about this.  Their physical development far exceeds that of our children.  They sat up early, they’re walking, and saying words already.”

Don paused and sighed deeply.  “All that got me to thinking.  Shylar’s heartbeat was loud and strong.  She developed along normal lines.  She sat up at six and a half months, walked at twelve months, etc.  But she was Shantar’s daughter, not T’hur’s.  Shylar might be more Terran than N’daran.  Just because T’hur and Shantar are twins doesn’t mean their children would be the same.  Especially, because they were fraternal twins.

“I thought about it long and hard.  There was another explanation, Angela.  I took it upon myself to find out.  I didn’t tell you any of this because I couldn’t see worrying you for nothing.  When we did Shylar’s physical, I sent part of the blood sample for DNA testing.  I had a DNA readout for Shantar in our files.  We did it before you got pregnant to make sure there wouldn’t be any problems.  I just got the results back.  Angela, I’m sorry.  But Shylar is not Shantar’s daughter.”

Angela looked shell-shocked.

Don went on.  “When you couldn’t get pregnant, we knew it was because Shantar’s sperm count was so darn low.  I thought if we put several of Shantar’s sperm samples together and artificially inseminated you, you’d have a better chance of conceiving.  I know you wanted to keep it a secret from Shantar because of the N’daran ‘macho’ thing.

“We put several of Shantar’s sperm samples together here in this office.  I wanted to do the insemination, but you didn’t want our office involved.  I agreed.  Now, I wish I hadn’t.”

He made eye contact with her.  “When you went to Denver to be artificially inseminated, did you keep the vial in your possession until the procedure?  Or did you turn it over to somebody at the clinic?”

Angela swallowed tightly.  “Umm.  I...  I gave it to a nurse because I met with the doctor in her office.”

“Well, there were two of you at the clinic that day to be inseminated.  Somebody really fucked up, Angela.”  Don looked thoroughly disgusted.  “They mixed up the two specimens.”

Angela asked, apprehensively, “So who’s Shylar’s father?”

Don handed her a profile.  “When I got the results, I called your friend at the clinic in Denver and read her the riot act.  She faxed me this profile.  Your donor was some genius who teaches at Harvard and wanted to leave the world a child, but didn’t want to raise it.  He’s Italian.  That explains Shylar’s coloring.”

Angela glanced at the profile. Trying to take in the facts, she stammered, “What about Shantar’s child?” 

“It was a boy.  He was spontaneously aborted in a miscarriage during the third month.  Dr. Mitchell is furious at this bungled mess.  I understand she’s a sorority sister of yours.”  He was studying Angela’s pale face and shaking hands.  “She wants to talk to you.”

“I went to her because I trusted her.”

Don picked up a pen, tapped it a few times, and then threw it down.  “The thing that really pisses me off, Angela, is you wouldn’t have had to marry T’hur.  Shylar isn’t Shantar’s daughter.  If you had gotten the right specimen, the baby would have miscarried the same way.  Either way, you wouldn’t have been forced to do anything.”

Angela took a deep breath, then said, softly, “But then, I wouldn’t have my beautiful triplets.  And now, I have to stay married to T’hur.  It doesn’t matter that Shylar isn’t Shantar’s.”

“What will happen when they find out about Shylar?” 

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t have to tell anyone.”

Angela shook her head slowly.  “That’s true, but, eventually, we’ll be living on N’dar.  Shantar was royalty.  I can’t imagine Shylar won’t be tested to verify her place in the royal clan.”

“I really thought about letting sleeping dogs lie and not checking, Angela.  Really, I did.  But I thought you needed to know.  Did I screw up here?”

“No.  I don’t know what I’m going to do, Don.  T’hur loves Shylar and she loves him.  Maybe, it won’t make a difference.  Maybe, he’ll be glad she isn’t Shantar’s.  I don’t know.”

“What can I do for you?  I feel horrible about this mess.”

Angela took a deep breath, expelled it, and then stood.  She managed a smile.  “You did the right thing.  I needed to know this.  But, in this moment, I don’t know what I’m going to do.  I need to think it over.  Very carefully.”

Don nodded.  Angela turned, trudged
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